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EVIDENCE

Although the Digital Education Revolution is a relatively recent concept in Australian education, the impact of ICT on 

learning has been investigated further overseas. It is vitally important for a school to not only provide students with 

access to technologically rich resources, but to educate them in how to use them appropriately. In a critical review 

on the evidence of digital natives, academics have stated, “…education has a vitally important role in fostering 

information literacies that will support learning.”1 At schools today, the student body comprises of the “millennials”, 

a generation described by social researchers as “optimistic, team-orientated achievers who are talented with 

technology”2. A report from Stanford University outlines a variety of benefits to using laptops within the classroom, 

highlighting how they; 

“…allow for increased ease and speed of note-taking and engagement with online sources related to the course 

material” and “…can also be used to facilitate faculty-student interaction and increase rates of in-class participation 

and student motivation.”3 

However, it is the effective implementation and management of technology within the classroom that will facilitate 

these positive outcomes. Without suitable systems in place to enable teachers to maximise the potential of their 

ICT resources, such devices can become more of a hindrance than a help. Hembrooke & Gay conducted a survey 

of senior students in America which involved one group of students being allowed to use their laptops to engage 

in browsing, search, and/or social computing behaviors during the lesson. Students in the second scenario were 

asked to keep their laptops closed for the duration. The results indicated that the students with open laptops had 

decreased retention of lesson content. Although some schools currently employ a trust-based model, some would 

argue that giving students open access to a range of non-academic detractors on their devices can have an adverse 

effect on learning. When given unrestricted tasks on their computers, Hembrooke & Gay observed; 

“Students actively seeking course-related material showed a surprisingly decreased ability to balance their 

attention between the content and their focused searching.” 4

Professor of Pyschology, Dr Carrie Fried, undertook a study in the US to support anecdotal evidence from educators 

who claimed that laptops were detracting from the learning process. It revealed;

“Students who used laptops in class spent considerable time multitasking and that the laptop use posed a 

significant distraction to both users and fellow students. Most importantly, the level of laptop use was negatively 

related to several measures of student learning, including self-reported understanding of course material and 

overall course performance.” 

Fried claimed, “…even proponents of laptops have argued that the use needs to be carefully controlled.”3  At school, 

the issue is not based solely around students accessing inappropriate material; it is accessing content unrelated to 

the learning objectives of the present. 

1 Bennett, S., Maton, K., & Kervin, L. (2008). The ‘digital natives’ debate: A critical review of the evidence. British Journal of Educational Technology , 39 (5), 775-786.
2 Howe, N., & Strauss, N. (2003). Millennials go to college. American Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers .
3 Fried, C. B. (2008). In-class laptop use and its effects on student learnin. Computers & Education , 50 (3), 906-914.
4 Hembrooke, H., & Gay, G. (2003). The Laptop and the Lecture: The Effects of Multitasking in Learning Environments. Journal of Computing in Education, 15 (1).



With students having their own smartphone devices in addition to their school provided computer, abilities to tether 

via mobile networks and access unrestricted content is becoming increasingly possible. Executive editor of Spin 

Education, David Cutler, suggests that filtering content and restricting access to certain sites will only have a small 

impact on a generation that is increasingly adept at subverting controls put in place by schools. Cutler regards 

restricting web access as futile unless schools truly think about how to educate students in the ethical and proper 

use of the Internet. He states, “Without question, each school should create its own strategic plan on how to 

best tackle this challenge.”5 In contrast to the trust model employed at some schools, a study on more restrictive 

computer use revealed more pragmatic acceptance from students than the outright alienation forecast by some 

commentators6. Although students might be resistant to firmer controls on their technology usage during class time, 

it is the educator’s responsibility to create an environment that facilitates the best modes for learning. Entrusting an 

adolescent with sole responsibility to make the best decisions for their own learning, without input from their teacher, 

is rarely effective in classroom management. Victoria’s Department of Education and Early Childhood Development 

outlines how it is the teacher’s duty of care to supervise all learning environments, listing “online spaces”7 amongst 

traditional spaces such as the playground and the classroom. In a school where both the wireless network and 

the devices to access it are provided by the school, the student rescinds their right to ultimate privacy by way of a 

computer use contract. With laptops being introduced as an educational resource, teachers are entitled to check 

on what work is being done in the same way that a teacher is entitled to check inside a student’s work book. As 

the boundaries between digital and physical learning environments begin to blur, educator and legal researcher 

Graham Bassett predicts that fulfilling a duty of care to students will extend even further in to being responsible for 

their online activity8. The Pew Research Centre conducted a study on students’ use of digital technologies within the 

classroom setting. Gathering responses from teachers provided an insight in to the resistance of some educators 

to embrace new technologies. It discovered that 87% of teachers felt that technology was creating an “…easily 

distracted generation with short attention spans,” and 64% of teachers claimed that technology “does more to 

distract students than to help them academically.”9 However, the solution is not to reduce or retract technology from 

the classroom. Educational research has identified a raft of ways in which ICT integration can deepen and enhance 

the learning process. From the cognitive skills developed from gaming to the enhanced sharing enabled through 

social networking, technology has the ability to help students in a multitude of ways. The breadth and depth of 

resources available online now enables teachers to bring a world of knowledge to their students that would have 

previously been impossible. Beyond the wealth of information now accessible, the ability to collaborate and create 

in entirely new ways is giving teachers the opportunity to tap in to the world of the digital native. Though, assuming 

this generation of students have an inherent sense of digital literacy can often lead to shortcomings in developing 

their skills. Although students of today are spending increasingly more time online, their digital recreation does not 

necessarily provide them with the research and investigation skills necessary for ICT as a learning tool. 

5 Cutler, D. (2012, December 12). Students Breakthrough Web Filters. Retrieved August 8, 2013, from Spin Education: http://www.spinedu.com/tethering-poses-challenges
6 Selwyn, N. (2006). Exploring the ‘digital disconnect’ between net-savvy students and their schools. Learning, Media and Technology, 31 (5), 5-17.
7 Department of Education and Early Childhood Development. (2013, March 12). Duty of Care & Supervision. Retrieved August 9, 2013, from Education Victoria: http://www.education.
vic.gov.au/school/teachers/health/pages/lolteachduty.aspx
8 Bassett, G. (2012). A school’s duty of care to its students in cyberspace. Retrieved August 10, 2013, from NSW Society for Computers and the Law: www.nswscl.org.au
9 Pew Internet. (2012). How Teens Do Research in a Digital World.



Lee Rainie, Director of the Pew Internet Project, suggests that the problem could be “the lack of digital literacy 

training students receive, not the technology itself.”10 Teachers have always had to deal with keeping easily 

distracted students on task, the challenge presented by technology is that it is far more difficult to ascertain how 

productive a student is being without constantly scrutinising their screen. Technology should provide enabling 

solutions that reduce distractions and encourage the absorption and retention of key content, without interference 

from the myriad distractions that these devices can offer if left unrestricted. This approach can often be met with 

resistance from students who feel a reluctance to operate under such scrutiny, unless a school can implement such 

a strategy that can empower both the educator and the learner. Psychologist Dr Larry Rosen studied the attention 

spans of adolescent students who were given an learning task to work on for 15 minutes, without restricted access 

on any of their devices. He concluded that students of all ages were able to stay focused on a task for an average 

of 3 minutes11. It was also observed that if a student checked their Facebook just once within the 15 minutes, they 

on average had a lower GPA. However, Rosen does not suggest that the solution is to completely take all forms of 

technology away from students. The key is in its effective management, which often falls to the responsibility of a 

parent or teacher to enforce. 

It is increasingly difficult for the adolescent mind to develop their own strategies and methods for self-discipline 

when the alternative of being constantly connected brings greater stimulus and satisfaction. The concerns raised by 

educational psychologists relate to more long-term cognitive implications than just the immediate effect of students 

straying from tasks during a lesson. Michael Rich, associate professor at Harvard Medical School, outlines how 

adolescent brains are not being rewarded for staying on one task, but for jumping to the next thing. He contends, 

“We’re raising a generation of kids in front of screens whose brains are going to be wired differently.”12 Nevertheless, 

Dr Rich encourages young people to embrace their devices, as long as they can maintain a balanced approach 

with what are necessary tools to compete and succeed in modern life. For teachers, finding a balance between 

integrating ICT in to lessons, whilst also managing its propensity to distract and detract, is an ongoing challenge. 

Julie Tausend, Manager of Instructional Technology at Pepperdine University, concedes that students are going to 

use mobile devices and laptops regardless of the teacher’s level of comfort with technology. She therefore suggests 

teachers should “…enhance their course with technology and support the course objectives.”13

ENABLING AND EMPOWERING TEACHERS

It is important that educators are provided with the support necessary to connect with millennials who, according to 

the British Journal of Education Technology, “…learn differently compared with past generations of students.”6 Jim 

Tracy, headmaster at the technologically progressive Cushing Academy in Massachusetts, states

“Students inhabit a 21st century world for 18 hours a day…all too often, educators put them in a 19th century 

classroom for six hours of that day, and the students feel a tremendous disconnect. We have a responsibility 

to teach them the skills to optimise these tools.”14

10 Prakash, N. (2012, November 4). Technology Creating a Generation of Distracted Students [STUDY]. Retrieved August 8, 2013, from Mashable: http://mashable.com/2012/11/03/
digital-distracted-students/
11 Rosen, L. D. (2012). iDisorder. Palgrave Macmillan.
12 Richtel, M. (2010, November 21). Growing Up Digital, Wired for Distraction. Retrieved August 8, 2013, from New York Times: http://www.nytimes.com/2010/11/21/technology/
13 Schroeder, U., & Spannagel, C. (2006). Supporting the active learning process. International Journal on ELearning, 5 (2).
14 Little, R. (2011, July 14). Study: Emerging Technology Has Positive Impact in Classroom. Retrieved August 8, 2013, from US Education News: http://www.usnews.com/education/
high-schools/articles/2011/07/14/study-emerging-technology-has-positive-impact-in-classroom



SYSTEM SOLUTIONS 

One possible solution that could return the control of the classroom to the teacher, encourage accountability in 

students and enable enriching ICT integration between educator and learner is to introduce classroom management 

software (CMS). There are a variety of offerings currently being implemented across secondary education with great 

success, across multiple platforms and devices. CMS can empower and enable teachers in a variety of ways, and 

encourages collaborative learning and cooperation within the classroom, as well as providing teachers with entirely 

new methods in which to engage their students. CMS such as ‘DyKnow’ or “LanSchool” could increase productivity, 

enable student collaboration and utilise the full potential of a technologically rich learning environment. Features 

include;

• Enable sharing of documents easily and fluently between students and teacher

• Enable the teacher to direct students’ attention to specific information/sites/content by sharing their 

own screen with all students.

• Enable the teacher to create polls, quizzes and tests that will provide real-time feedback.

• Enable a student to share his screen with the class to present his work.

• Enable the teacher to monitor students’ progress as they work independently or in groups

• Enable the teacher to communicate with individual students or groups to maintain their focus. 

• Enable teachers to restrict access to certain sites or applications during a lesson to maintain focus on 

specific lesson content.

• Enable teachers to focus on teaching through a higher accountability model for the students.

RATIONALE

Any school that is progressive with ICT integration has the capacity and scope to lead the way in truly integrating 

technology in to an immersive and rewarding experience for students and teachers alike. Schools are populated by 

students who are digital natives, a generation who “think and process information fundamentally differently from 

their predecessors.”15 However, the vast majority of the teaching body is comprised of digital immigrants. With this 

divide comes a challenge that can often be described as a “losing battle” in how to effectively and efficiently manage 

technology within the learning environment. Students can often possess digital literacy skills superior to their digital 

immigrant teachers, having the ability to subvert controls and restrictions with relative ease.  It will be important to 

ensure that all teachers are equipped with an infrastructure of hardware, software and relevant policies that ehnance 

their teaching strategies and provide their students with the best possible environment to learn in. Such infrastructure 

will enable the most effective and engaging pedagogy to truly realise the benefits of the extensive ICT programs 

now being rolled out across secondary education. Teaching practice should define technology needs, as opposed to 

technology defining the way teachers teach. 

15 Prensky, M. (2005). Listen to the natives. Educational Leadership , 63 (4), 8-13.
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